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Abstract
This paper discusses current EFL methodology and theory relating to the design and
implementation of learner-centred course design in non-English speaking environments such as
Japan. Along with relevant theory, the author also presents and discusses the role of testing and
assessment, and how the data obtained from a control group of students was then used to identify
needs to design a communicative General English course. The course designed by the author was
for Japanese university students majoring in English and Information Science at Nagasaki Junshin
Catholic University.
Introduction
Teaching English in non-English Speaking Environments (NESE) presents unique challenges.
In NESE, for example, formal written examination success is generally prioritized, even though
many students often only study general English. English is less likely to be needed or found
beyond the NESE classroom, providing less exposure or opportunity for use. This can also result
in unfamiliarity with the cultures of English speakers. When NESE learners encounter teachers
from different cultural backgrounds, mismatches in expectations and educational experience can
hinder the effectiveness of the tasks and activities utilized in class. If the course or materials do
not suit the learners’ needs, expectations, or lack face validity, the task of teaching becomes more
difficult. Furthermore, NESE groups are more likely to be linguistically homogenous, meaning a
greater potential for L1 to dominate and possibly be detrimental to learning English. Overall,
course designers need to take these variations and characteristics into account to realize effective
NESE course design.
Key Issues
Prioritization of Formal Examinations
Formal proficiency exams such as TOEIC are prominent in NESE, and many high school and
tertiary students have to sit them. The test items featured are often very difficult for NESE
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learners because the target language domain is unfamiliar, and the focus is mostly on receptive
skills. Also, learners often only hear recordings of English being spoken. If they do have a native-
speaking teacher, students often come to view teachers as a source of authentic English sound-
bytes, but actual communication and interaction in English is not so familiar (Breckenridge &
Erling, 2011). NESE university students are placed under pressure to perform in gate-kept
examinations that can result in undue stress and negative backwash. The target language domain
does not resemble the real-life domain of NESE, let alone the daily communicative opportunities
afforded to learners. From my own experience, this mismatch has proven difficult for many
learners to overcome to become comfortable producing language. To help counter such problems,
Burden asserts that, “students need to be surveyed to find out if they can positively adapt to the
teaching approaches that they encounter in university communication classes” (2004, p. 21). Hence,
the importance of needs analysis (NA) and the role of basing course design on specific groups,
rather than assumptions or what has worked in the past with other groups.
Limited Opportunities for Authentic Use
The Internet and social media have created opportunities for English communication outside
the classroom, but face-to-face communication is generally classroom-bound for most NESE
learners. For course designers, meeting learner needs with only limited lesson time available
results in difficult decisions about what should be included or omitted. As Johnson (1989) points
out, these constraints combined with institutional pressures can result in a mismatch. This could
see too much language crammed into a course with not enough time for the learners to grasp it.
This often means the language items are ‘done’ in class, and rarely revisited. Unfortunately, it
appears that some learners never really improve their English (Mitchell and Myles, 2003). Hence
the necessity for well-planned courses that present and recycle language items allowing for
flexible delivery based on learner needs. Course designers also need to consider that NESE
learners will need extension activities and homework to increase the amount of time they are
exposed to English.
Cultural Differences
Tudor (1996) draws on the findings of Holliday (1994), whom suggests that ELT intellectual
‘technology’; the teaching methodologies, the commercial aspect of ESL education, facilities, and
concepts of ideal teaching conditions such as class sizes and resources available, often originate in
BANA countries: Britain, Australasia, and North America. The specific material, environmental,
social, and organizational conditions found in these locations differ to those in other places, such as
NESE. These principles and guidelines might well prove effective in BANA, but transplanting
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them into other cultures or environments cannot guarantee the same results. For the NESE
teacher, this usually means reassessing methods and expectations to suit specific environments.
One example I have encountered relates to learner-centred lessons; they are the goal, but it often
takes negotiation and readjustment for some learners to become comfortable and participate or
produce language according to course and task requirements.
Task design and implementation
NESE education providers employ less native English speaking teachers than non-native.
Different teachers from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds will sometimes be
responsible for teaching the same course to the same groups of learners. Naturally, the ways
teachers set up and explain activities, such as the amount of metalanguage they use, will vary.
Nunan draws attention to this idea, stating that learners are arguably more concerned about how
the teacher asks them to learn, not what they are asked to learn (1989, p. 177). Consequently,
learners are often initially confused by tasks, what the aims or outcomes are, and how it can help
them learn English. In many cases, the methods employed by the native-speaking teacher are
different to what students have become used to, or clash with their cultural and social norms
(McKay, 1992). Course designers can aid the teacher and learners, though, by collecting subjective
data about learning styles and expectations prior to designing a course.
Overuse of L1 in the classroom
NESE learners are usually, but not always, surrounded by classmates that share the same L1,
meaning that overuse of L1 can become a problem. For NESE learners, especially those that have
been taught by non-native English speaking teachers, the habit may be acceptable classroom
behaviour. Employed correctly and succinctly, the learners can benefit from it. If L1 is used, it can
limit the effectiveness of the teacher, as is the case with myself, as my knowledge of the learners’
L1 is lacking. Furthermore, many learners tend to use L1 for translating single lexical units, a task
that Lewis labels as “pointless” (1999, p. 118). Thus, it must be the role of the teacher to reduce the
need for unprincipled L1 use. The course designer can aid in this task through identifying learner
goals and needs prior to writing a syllabus (Nunan, 1988), and designing a course that presents and
uses level appropriate language items.
Summary
Course designers must:
●Plan according to the needs of specific groups
●Incorporate relevant and meaningful topics and language
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●Consider course structure in relation to institutional constraints
●Accommodate different learner preferences and learning styles
●Identify clear course goals prior to course design
Needs Analysis
Group profile
●15 female, Japanese, 2nd year university students
●English and Information Science majors at Nagasaki Junshin Catholic University, Japan
●aged 19-20
●have been studying English for an average of about seven years
●recently completed 180 hours of a General English course
●within the CEFR bands A1 to A2
Background
Graves highlights the importance of using needs analysis (NA) to “establish learning as a
dialogue between the teacher and the learners, and among the learners” (2000, p. 98). Hutchinson
& Waters use the analogy of planning a trip to explain the role of NA: “Target situation analysis
gives us the destination and general direction, the learners’ needs, but the actual route is informed
by the conditions and constraints in the learning environment, the learners’ existing knowledge,
skills, and strategies (or lacks thereof), and the learners’ motivation” (1987, p. 62). Thus, through
analysis of NA and DT data, course designers can gain a more tangible understanding of the
learners’ lacks, needs, and wants, and then set about planning a course.
Methods for data collection/analysis
As discussed by Nunan (1988), NA is used to gather subjective and objective data on the
learners. Subjective data collected through this NA survey included information about learner
motivations, reasons/goals for studying English, and perceived strengths and weaknesses. When
gathering data, I also identified learner preferences and favoured interaction modes. I modified a
genre list as featured in Roberts (1997), as he states that learners find it easier to identify with
genres and topics rather than abstract terminology. This provided information about learner
interests in relation to skills practice and genres/topics of interest. The objective data collected
through the NA pertained to years studying English, previous formal examinations taken, and if/
when/where English is used outside the classroom.
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Summary of NA data
Data obtained from the NA highlighted that learners:
●want to improve English for travel and daily communication
●want more speaking practice
●want to work in pairs and groups
●rarely use English outside of the classroom
●are less interested in reading and writing
Diagnostic Testing
Background
The purpose diagnostic testing is not to grade students, but rather discover which language
items they can produce or need practice with (Underhill, 1992). As the NA only provided details of
learner wants and interests, DTs were used to identify the present situation (PSA) lacks and
needs, and the target situation (TSA) more accurately. Keeping in mind that the content of the
test is influenced by its purpose (Alderson, Clapham, and Wall, 1996), the number of items in my
tests were limited and focused for the purpose of diagnosis. Tests were conducted on separate
days within one week to reduce fatigue and possible demotivation.
Diagnostic Testing- choices
In accordance with NA results, the pair speaking activity given to my learners had questions
about travel, music, and friends, “closely resembling situations or tasks that students would
encounter in real-life” (Weir, 1990, p. 16). I observed as pairs recorded this DT communicative task
with their smartphones, a procedure that they were accustomed to. The grammar/vocabulary
DT included questions that recycled some language items from a course they had just completed,
along with new items, and were all sourced from a CEFR A1-A2 course book. This also helped
illustrate how much has been learned from the previous course (Bachman & Palmer, 1997), and
which language items/skills needed to be recycled or included. The listening/reading DT was
about travel, which was sourced from the same text. Some questions were slightly amended,
rather than modifying the text to suit the learners’ levels.
Summary of key findings
Results from DT1 highlight:
●Frequent, yet non-distracting grammatical errors
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●Limited lexical resources
●Some reliance on/presence of L1 (gambits/turn-taking/pronunciation)
According to DT2 results, learners will benefit from revision and practice using:
●Negative forms and neither
●Modal auxiliaries, imperatives, and infinitives
●1st & 2nd conditionals
●Phrasal verbs and lexical sets for clothing
DT3 results suggest that learners need:
●More exposure to authentic texts
●Practice inferring and noticing synonymity
Tests
Implementing Tests
The following DT tests were conducted:
Diagnostic Test 1 (DT 1)
Speaking: Pair interviews that recycled some language items from a recently completed course,
and some general questions relating to topics nominated in the NA.
Diagnostic Test 2 (DT 2)
Grammar/Vocabulary: Grammar and lexis from a recently completed A1-A2 course and some
language items from an A2-B1 course book.
Diagnostic Test 3 (DT 3)
Listening/reading: Learners listened about a family that experienced troubles while travelling.
The learners also read an email between friends about upcoming travel and holiday
arrangements.







CP 1 In-class skills focus to prioritize listening and speaking;
reading and writing skills practice in accordance with
learner interests
NA
CP 2 Expand lexical knowledge through exposure to authentic,
needs-based texts
DT 1, DT 2, DT 3
CP 3 Recycle language items found intermediate/CEFR A1-A2
range coursebooks
DT 1, DT 2
CP 4 Meet familiar grammatical patterns and use them more
accurately in different situations
DT 1, DT 3
CP 5 Vary activities and interaction patterns to provide
opportunities for communication, enjoyment and to lower
the effective filter
NA
CP 6 Present and practice learner training skills to help create
opportunities for study beyond the classroom
NA, DT 2, DT 3
CP 7 Present topics that to broaden the learners’ basic







Systems Goal 1: be better able to independently and more accurately
use the language items presented and recycled throughout
the course
(CP 2, CP 3,
CP 4)
Skills Goal 2: be better able to apply receptive and productive skills
to more effectively understand and produce intelligible
utterances and texts
(CP 1, CP 2,
CP 5, CP 6)
Content Goal 3: have broadened their general knowledge of topics
presented in the course and ability to communicate about
them





From data obtained from the NA and DT, I formulated the following goals. Upon completion of
the course, learners will:
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Graves reminds us that “a clear set of goals and objectives will provide a framework for both
assessment and materials development and thus make both of these processes easier” (2000, p. 5).
The goals selected are based upon NA/DT data, and through my own decisions about what will
aid the learners, as per Hedge’s (2005) suggestions. As these goals are general, specific objectives
to enable learners to reach the course goals are required.
Course Objectives
Upon completion of the course, the learners will
●Be better able to accurately and independently use the lexical and grammatical items
presented in the course (COb1)
●Be better able to control their pronunciation with minimal L1 interference, especially for
regular verbs in the past form, place names, and easily confused syllables (COb2)
●Have improved their knowledge of and ability to use basic spoken discourse markers in
communicative tasks with others (COb3)
●Be better able to notice and repair lexical and grammatical errors that arise in board work
or through the review and noticing of texts/utterances in class (COb4)
●Be better able to discuss, agree, disagree, and ask/answer questions relevant to their own
interests and the topics/themes presented in class (COb5)
●Be better able to employ receptive sub-skills to aid with understanding, speculating, and
offering opinions of spoken and written texts (COb6)
●Be better able to independently apply the learner-training skills presented in class to aid
with autonomous learning (COb7)
●Have demonstrated improved basic knowledge of the themes and topics presented in class
(COb8)
Theory underpinning the course
Basing courses on topics nominated by the learners will “bring the language in here” for the
student, rather than present it as something external (Woodward, 2001, p. 99). Furthermore,
Graves tells us that creating a topical syllabus allows educators to “weave elements from other
areas around the topics or themes” (2000, p. 45). An analytic syllabus design was chosen, as the
‘chunks’ of content presented allow for holistic learning through the incorporation of content,
tasks, grammar and skills (Nunan, 1988). In this course, for example, holistic learning can be
achieved by having learners rely on existing L2 and content knowledge to ask and answer
questions, either before or after having used receptive skills to build context or notice the target
language in context, and then recycle it. A degree of Dubin and Olshtain’s (1986) principled
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eclecticism has also informed the course design because course content and skills will result in
different reactions and unintended uptake or results from different learners. Hence, my
consideration of learner variances and differing abilities, reinforcing Hutchinson and Water’s
stipulation that constant re-evaluation and monitoring will be required.
Approaches and activities
Subjective data from the NA highlights that these learners are comfortable with inductive
learning and error correction. Also, both PPP and TTT will be used for both new and recycled
target language (Woodward, 2009). Interaction patterns will vary between pairs, groups, and
independent learning activities. Even though listening and speaking are most requested by
learners, a whole language approach will be taken in order to provide reading and writing skills
practice. Topics, tasks and genres for skill practice will relate to learner interests, needs and
wants. Being NESE, there are generally less opportunities for learners to engage in
communicative speaking tasks beyond the classroom. As such, the course plan has been designed
to exploit opportunities for communication and peer-teaching/learning. Homework and learner-
training activities will generally provide opportunity for revision of language items, further
exposure to content, and extra skills practice.
Sequencing
Hedge (2005) sees the usefulness in organizing units based on topics, as long as they suit the
learners and course goals. The course topics are sequenced starting with the personal/familiar,
and move towards the unfamiliar (Graves, 2000). This course uses a matrix model meaning “one
unit of progression is systematically varied against another, so that the same items are met with
different contexts” (Nation & Macalister, 2010, p. 82). Starting with the familiar will enable
learners to focus on learning, recycling and production, and then move onto restructuring
interlanguage and applying it in similar contexts but with different content. Learner lacks such as
using adjectives and limited lexical resources were also evident in DT data, so the course plan
provides repeated exposure to them.
Materials
For this course, a variety of materials from existing coursebooks and original activities will
be used to provide the correct balance of topics, language, and skills as identified through the NA/
DT results. The teacher may also need to create or adapt some materials as dictated by learner
needs. The materials used will be compatible with course goals and learner needs (Dubin &
Olshtain, 1986), and according to the CEFR A2-B1 bands. Activities and materials will be omitted
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or modified according to the needs of the learners. Authentic texts will also be used, but the tasks
will be graded, not the texts. It must be noted that the emerging language and immediate
communicative needs of the learner must be met. As such, the teacher will need to address




The level of familiarity between these learners can be the catalyst for use of L1 during
lessons. To overcome this, learners will devise a ‘contract’ that will impose limits on L1 use during
lessons. The learners will help decide the rules, giving ownership and responsibility, and promote
English as the lingua franca of the classroom (LG2). As the course has been designed as a direct
result of the identified learner needs, wants, and lacks, there should be less impetus for L1 use.
Regardless, the teacher will need to ensure that the seating arrangements work, and nominate
partners where applicable to reduce face-threatening acts or invite unprincipled use of L1.
Assessment
Overview
To assess the learners’ ability and progress, regular informal assessment is required (Bailey,
1998). To do this, informal and formal formative assessment (FA) will highlight the learners’
effectiveness in “forming their competencies and skills with the goal of helping them to continue
their growth process” (Brown, 2004, p. 6). A formal summative assessment (SA) at the end of the
course will illustrate the learners’ overall grasp of the language, skills, and content (ibid).
Formative assessment is conducted regularly to judge ability, often in an informal manner, or
more formally through planned tests and speaking tasks. Unlike formative, summative
assessments measure and appraise achievement by assessing language, skills, or content from
throughout the whole course at a more global level. Assessment in this course is integrative:
knowledge of skills, systems, and content are generally assessed in unison (McNamara, 2000).
FA Summary
Formative assessments:
●Occur regularly (Hedge 2000)
●Evaluate progress (Brown, 2004)
●Take many forms; often brief and informal (ibid)
●Relate directly to course content (Bailey, 1998)
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●Promote study and revision (Thornbury 2006)
Formative Assessment Tools and Justification
Some of the FA tools used in conjunction with the mid-semester formative progress tests
were:
a) Concept check questions (CCQs) - to test systems, skills, or content knowledge. The
teacher uses learner responses to assess whether to recast, review, or to progress with the
lesson.
Benefits: Immediate feedback given. No materials required. Can be easily tailored for
assessment of various skills and language items. Asking another student the same or a different
CCQ also promotes cooperative learning (Brown, 2004).
Justification: NA data highlighted learner expectation of feedback and correction. CCQs
illustrate TL intake by testing language in the target language instruction domain (Bachman &
Palmer, 1996).
b) Monitoring & recording output/utterances - as learners engage in tasks, the teacher
monitors progress, recording/noting lacks and strengths. Learner-derived language can be
dealt with immediately, or at a more opportune time.
Benefits: Emergent language can be used to generate CCQs, promote noticing, peer learning,
and self-assessment. The teacher’s notes are also used when planning upcoming lessons,
homework, or revision tasks (Graves, 2000).
Justification: Some NESE learners prefer less intrusive monitoring and feedback. Pragmatic
competence and communicative ability are also observable (Underhill, 1987).
c) Mini systems tests - review of the TL in context using question/answer, gap fill, and
jumbled sentences.
Benefits: Enables more detailed assessment of either learner, or whole group progress and
errors. Content validity realized through sampling language from target language domain
(McNamara, 2000).
Justification: Practicality becomes realized, especially when assessing texts from larger groups.
Assessment can be focused/specific, making it easier to target specific items (Brindley, 1994).
d) Recording freer practice/communicative tasks - learners use their smartphones to
record utterances or oral communication activities. Done in class either alone, with partner,
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or for homework.
Benefits: Enables assessment of language ability and communicative capacity (Weir, 1990).
Recording enables practicality for the assessor, and provides measurable, objective data. These
tests often resemble real-life contexts and tasks (McNamara, 2000), the real-life domain.
Justification: Positive backwash is created as learners are working towards achieving
communicative objectives (Weir, 1990). Allows for peer-learning and self-assessment. Can be
assessed using a holistic scale (Alderson, Clapham, and Wall, 1995).
SA summary
●Given at the end of a course
●Often graded against a scale or rubric (Nation & Macalister, 2010)
●Language items sampled from the whole course (Bailey, 2000)
●Not generally pass or fail; learners receive a grade (Thornbury, 2006)
●Preparation for SA creates positive washback (Brown, 2004)
Summative Assessment tools
The following SA tools were be used:
a) Written test (SA1) - an integrative test covering TL and content from units 7-13. Information
gap, picture association and scrambled sentences will test the target language use domain
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996).
Benefits: Test items will be informed by lacks and errors identified throughout the course,
promoting positive washback, ensuring content validity, and demonstrating learner
achievement (Bailey, 1998).
Justification: Written testing satisfies the needs and cultural expectations of NESE learners
(McNamara, 2000).
b) Pair communicative task (SA2) - A pair speaking assessment that tests TL and topic
knowledge (units 7-13) through transactional and intensive communication (Brown, 2004). The
assessment is integrated as reading and listening skills are tested. Learners to record the task
using their smartphones and upload to the teacher’s PC. This summative test will be graded
with a modified criterion (Hagley, 2010) based on the same CEFR band descriptors used to
assess formative speaking assessment tasks.
Benefits: Effective filters are lowered because learners choose their partners. Positive
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backwash from the course will aid in preparation. Face validity is ensured as tasks are from the
real life domain. Learner familiarity with the TL, topics and test modality ensures content and
construct validity (Weir, 1990). Making recordings imposes less fatigue on the learners and
raters, increasing practicality.
Justification: Brown states that, “no speaking test is capable of isolating the single skill of oral
production. Concurrent involvement of the additional performance of aural comprehension, and
possibly reading, is usually necessary” (2004, p. 143). In short, the test will “measure the
behaviour we want to measure” (ibid, p. 11).
Course evaluation (CE)
CE is “the systematic collection of all relevant information necessary to promote improvement
and analyse course effectiveness within its context” (Brown, 1996, p. 277). The learners must be
surveyed at the midpoint and upon completion of the course, and that data is be used, along with
initial NA/DT data and FA/SA results, to evaluate the course (Graves, 2000). Survey questions
garner impressions of:
●Relevance and usefulness of the systems, skills, and topics presented
●Level of language and challenges/difficulties faced
●Motivation/willingness to continue studying/using English beyond the classroom
●Suggestions or improvements to the course
Another key tool is teacher-derived data. Teachers informally evaluate lessons every time
they teach. At times, the teacher will make decisions in response to learner feedback, sometimes
immediately, or during post-lesson reflection and evaluation (Hedge, 2005). Furthermore, the
teacher will be formally surveyed mid and post course to discover feedback and suggestions.
Conclusion
Course proposals in relation to NESE
1. NESE learners sometimes suffer from negative formal exam backwash. As such, this course
forgoes formal examination considerations; it will present and recycle language, topics, and skills
as identified in the NA/DT data.
2. As NESE often sees limited opportunities for verbal communication beyond the classroom, this
course has been designed to provide and exploit such opportunities. According to NA data, these
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students rarely use English beyond the classroom, so these opportunities are essential.
3. Task design and implementation connects back to the NA/DT data, and the course plan is
designed so that learning styles, interaction modes, and error correction methods are in
accordance with learner preferences. Regular learner feedback will help highlight possible tweaks
or improvements.
4. Overuse or unprincipled use of L1 can be present in NESE classrooms. By planning a course
according to the wants and needs of the learners, it is expected that L1 will be less likely needed.
Also, the learner-training activities will aid learners in finding ways to rely less on L1.
Conclusion
Presenting language, skills, and tools for learners to better understand and ultimately enjoy
the topics they nominate in NA directly meets their needs. Similarly, DT highlights learner lacks,
and the need for recycling and repeated use of systems and skills that they have been previously
exposed to. By incorporating lacks into the course, learners will benefit from repeated
opportunities to actually improve their English. The skills focus of this course will enable learners
to be better able to process and understand the text types that they nominated as of use or of
interest, meaning that the learners are working towards their nominated goals and needs. Lastly,
by exploiting opportunities for communication and addressing immediate communicative needs
through teacher/peer feedback, learners will benefit from communication opportunities that are
generally less available in NESE.
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